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has some right to count. How far this view of Vishnu was
coherently held in the days before the appearance of the
Gitd is a question that would carry us far beyond the scope
of, our present study; but in any case the Gitd took this
belief and gave it literary form and a more philosophical
background.
The Bkagavad Gitd (200 b.c.-a.d. 200), whatever the
sources from which it sprang, is for all practical purposes
the source of the bhakti movement in India. It contains
elements philosophically irreconcilable with one another,
and inconsistent with what are commonly held to be
the fundamentals of Indian thought, but from the first its
position has been sure; it speaks to the heart of man, and
offers salvation to all the four castes on terms that are
readily understood. Its teaching has been used to buttress
many later theories of God and the universe, but for
the purpose of our enquiry it will be enough to point
out three or four lines laid down in it, which the later bhakti
movement has steadily followed.
In the first place, it takes the Absolute, the Brahman-
Atman of the Ufianiskads, and identifies it with Vishnu, one
of the gods of the pantheon, hitherto at most on a level with
Brahma and Siva. Vishnu and the Absolute are now con-
vertible terms, and the Absolute becomes a gracious and,
to some extent, knowable God. In the second place, it takes
the warrior Krishna, who has hitherto been at most a
partial incarnation of Vishnu, and makes him a full incarna-
tion; he that has seen Krishna has seen Vishnu, has
seen the Absolute. In the third place, it lays down as a way
of release from rebirth (which release remains throughout
the goal of religious endeavour; though in the work of
the Alvars, as we shall see, there are hints of another
possible goal), a method that is open to all. The Way
d£ Knowledge, Jndna Marga, as prescribed in the Ufiani-
skads, is recognised as effective, but it is obviously
imited to the few. The Way of Works, Karma Marga,
;s recognised, and if prescribed duties are done with-
out desire for reward, and without attachment to the
ruits of the action, release will come. But as effective
is either of them is the new Way of Devotion to Krishna,

